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Whitman: Transportation in Territorial Florida

TRANSPORTATION IN TERRITORIAL
FLORIDA
BY ALICE WHITMAN
FOREWORD. Two years ago Florida State College for Women
was the recipient of an annual prize of fifty dollars offered by
Mr. D. H. Redfearn of Miami for the winning essay on a
selected topic in Florida History. The topic for this essay is
selected by Mr. Redfearn with the consultation and advice of
the Department of History of the College. Qualifications for the
competition are broadly drawn because it is not the desire of
the donor nor the department to limit it only to those who are
specializing in history. Students are required to have had merely
sufficient history to familiarize them with historical approach
and method.
The purpose of Mr. Redfearn in offering this prize, which is
one of several given to as many institutions in Florida and
Georgia, is two-fold. One arises from a recollection of his own
student days and his continuing wnderstanding of young people
and their problems. It is a gesture to help them as he was
helped, by making fresh opportunities for them to seize. The
second purpose grows from the active participation in many
phases of economic and political life which have engrossed Mr.
Redfearn’s mature years. This is a changing world and the
ease and effectiveness of those changes which must come will
increase as the knowledge and comprehension of past events is
broadened. The topics selected for the Redfearn prize, it is
hoped, will extend the horizon of the contestants in the heritage
of their commonwealth. As the contest becomes established and
the interest in it grows, such an aim will have a widening application. Miss Whitman’s essay ranks first in this year's contest.
KATHRYN T. ABBEY,
Head of the Department of History, Geography,
and Political Science.

I. Organization of the territory.
The integration of the territory, both within the
boundaries of Florida itself and with the rest of
the United States, preparatory to statehood, depended upon facilities for transportation. Development of the pioneer country during this period was
erratic with inadequate transportation facilities
proving one of its greatest handicaps. The cause
for the slight progress is to be found in a series
of fateful events which struck like a relentless
broom, tearing down the web of enterprise again
and again. And like industrious spiders, the promoters rebuilt their schemes, blindly or patiently,
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upon the same foundations, until a few of the gossamer plans survived, to serve as bases for the
development of the state. Nearly every device for
transportation being experimented with in other
parts of the South during the first half of the nineteenth century was also tried in Florida. And since
the value of the territory was, principally economic,
these activities in transportation aimed at expansion
of the plantation system.
The problem of establishing a civil government in
Florida upon its cession to the United States was
a larger task than realized, for much of its vast area
was an unexplored wilderness. Not only was the
1200 mile coast line unsurveyed and unknown, but
the interior as well impressed the traveler of that
day as being a spiteful enigma of swamps and barrens, with not even Indian trails over most of the
area. Moreover, many of the pioneers to this Indian
border were less citizens of the territory than
temporary inhabitants, and consequently lacked the
self-discipline and public-spiritedness which they
would have felt in a well-regulated community. 1
Progress was made in the face of appalling distances and hardships. Even danger in traveling
was taken as a matter of course.
When East’ Florida delegates made the journey.
to Pensacola for the first session of the legislative
council, scheduled for the second Monday in June
of 1822, they were so delayed in arriving that the
meeting could not be held until July 19. A similar
period of twenty-eight days was consumed the following year when the legislative council met in East
Florida’s capital at St. Augustine. This time there
was added to their tribulations the necessity of
hauling the records of the territory the entire dis1. Sprague, John T., The origin, progress, and conclusion of
the Florida war, (New York, 1848) 5.
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tance from Pensacola to St. Augustine in wagons. 2
Governor Duval agreed with the council that a
remedy must be devised for this expensive inconvenience. Accordingly two commissioners were appointed, one from each town, to decide upon a site
for a new capital. These men were Dr. William H.
Simmons of St. Augustine and John Lee Williams
of Pensacola. They were instructed to take for their
exploration the little-known region between the
Suwanee and Chipola rivers.
The plan was to meet at St. Marks and proceed
together from there, but before this was accomplished the travelers must have exclaimed with Lawrence
Sterne, “I think there is a fatality in it - I seldom
go to the place I set out for.” Dr. Simmons’s trip
from St. Augustine to St. Marks took fifteen days;
Mr. Williams made his way from Pensacola in
twenty-five days. 3
The journals of both men show admirable persistency in the uneven encounter with nature. Even
the more experienced Dr. Simmons got lost in a
maze of trails and wandered about bewildered. He
had set out on September 26, 1823, with two guides,
two pack-horses besides his own horse, and provisions for ten days. The rainy season had swollen the streams and flooded such paths as there
were, and progress was halting. As the Suwanee
region was, left behind, water became scarce; grazing was poor and the horses were worn out. The
entry for October 7th is typical:
At the end of five or six miles the road descended from
the hammock into a bay swamp through which we waded nearly
2. Brevard, Caroline Mays, (J. A. Robertson, ed.) A history
of Florida from the treaty of 1763 to our own times, 2 vols.,
DeLand, 1924, Vol. 1, 76.
3. “Journal of John Lee Williams.” (Florida Historical Society Quarterly, Vol. 1, No. 1, 37-44, and Vol. 1, No. 2, 18-29).
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up to our saddle skirts for upward of a mile. . . .We passed two
or three Indian settlements.*

And the next day:

A

We proceeded, or rather crept, at the rate of about three miles
an hour, and in something more than an hour and a half, came
to the Ausilly fork, where one of our smallest horses nearly
swam. A mile further on we reached the Ausilly itself, which
was now very high. We formed our hide into a boat, which
conveyed across our baggage, and swam over ourselves on horseback. We did not swim more than ten yards, but the whole
distance from shore to shore is probably about 250 yards; a
considerable space, however,
on either side is obstructed by canes,
logs and cypress trees. 4

On October 10 Dr. Simmons reached the fort at
St. Marks, where he waited, the arrival of his colleague. But even by the 24th he had not made his
appearance. What had happened to the West Florida commissioner ?
On the last day of September John Lee Williams
had set sail in an open boat. The stormy season
proved even less favorable to the little vessel than
to the overland trip of Simmons, and for days the
rain-drenched crew hugged the coast. On October
8, Williams wrote: “I was unable to procure in
Pensacola either map or chart of the coast.”
Much of the way the boat struggled against wind
and tide. Driven into St. George’s channel, the
passengers were “shaken to jelly” before they
found a harbor. At one time they ran aground
and had to drag the boat for four miles over the
shoals. The trip was a continuous process of bailing out, unloading and reloading; the captain,
“fidgetting” with the sail, broke the breech of their
only gun and by October 18 the supplies were exTo Williams these were last straws.
hausted.
"Vexed with eternal unnecessary delays, I determined to attempt the passage by land, accordingly I left the boat.”
4. Simmons, W. H. “Journal of W. H. Simmons.”
Historical Society Quarterly, Vol. 1, No. 1, 32.)
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He made his way through ponds, swamps and
marshes while the boat skirted the shore, living on
crabs and oysters. For two days he examined the
unknown coast and gathered driftwood for a raft
with which to cross the bay. On October 23rd he
started across at ebb tide, but with the rising tide
the raft became heavy and he was obliged to “paddle with great energy to keep it from sinking.”
Fortunately he found the boat on the eastern shore
and went on board. After passing the mouth of
the Apalachicola river by mistake, the wanderers
heard, the morning gun discharged at the fort and
turned back to St. Marks. It is not surprising that
William's journal should contain the following
entry :5
“We found it necessary to rest this day. Some of
us, among whom was myself, were so exhausted by
fatigue and hunger that we were unable to walk
without great difficulty.”
After satisfying the suspicions of the Indian
chief, Neomathla, as to their, mission, the commissioners were given permission to continue their investigation of the old Tallahassee fields. Until
November 12 they continued exploration of the
region around St. Marks and the Suwannee river,
and at length chose the present site of Tallahassee.
The first meeting of the legislative council at
Tallahassee was held on December 21, 1824. Still
the method of travel was by horseback, the members
making their way through the pinelands in small
groups of two or three, 6 but for most the distance
to the capital had been halved.
5. Williams, Journal, Vol. 1, No. 2, 27.
6. Brevard, History of Florida (text), 112.
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